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The Bibliotheque Nationale, from the Rue Vivienne. 


THE BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE OF PARIS: 


HE vast buildings which form the Bibliotheque Nationale—home of peace 
and meditation, if ever there were one—are situated, by a strange anomaly, 

in the very centre of Paris, in the liveliest and noisiest quarter of the’ 
capital. Whereas all the other libraries, all the great seats of learning, harbour 
their devotees on the left bank of the Seine—the quieter bank and the one more 
favourable to study—the Bibliothtque Nationale alone raises its thick walls in the 
midst of that human ant-hill which is formed by the quarter of the Palais Royal. 

It is true that several times during this century it has been proposed to remove 
Our great national institute. Napoleon I. himself had _ this idea, which he did not, 
however, carry out. It is not so easy to displace immense ‘collections like those 
which occupy the ancient hotel of Cardinal Mazarin. 

It was in 1721 that the collections of the Royal Library—formerly hidden in 
a part of Colbert’s hotel, where the great minister had given them shelter—took 
up their abode in the vast premises left untenanted by the bankruptcy of Law 
and in a portion of the hotel of the Comte de Nevers, an annexe of the ancient 
Palais Mazarin. At that time they were unpretentious, and contented themselves 
with little. 

They increased with such marvellous rapidity, however, during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, that in 1855, notwithstanding the encroachments made 
on neighbouring property, notwithstanding the prodigies of ingenuity and patience 
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The Courtyard, 
displayed by the Conservateurs, they overflowed in every direction, 
transformation was deemed necessary. Nearly all the old builc 
down, and in their place arose superb edifices, with all the 
carried out, and with vast and airy 
architects Labrouste, father and son, and at the present day under that of M. Pascal. 
It took thirty years to complete this work, voted for by the Comn 

Even then all was not yet perfect. Some old houses, attacl 
of the Bibliothtque Nationale on the sic 
in permanent danger. 
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age, the day 
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the Bibliotheque 
leir sites, 
carried out: the old buildings exist no 
more. But the second part is yet in the section of projects to come; and one of 
the most beautiful streets of Paris, the Rue Vivienne, is. still disfigured by black 
and gaping building sites, most unattractive to the eye of the visitor. 
The architect himself, M. Pascal, has estimated the cost of the new buildings 
at seven millions of francs, but the Chambers have not assented to the Bill. 
is the more regrettable, as the new buildings would offer to students an 
hall, where they could work in the evening by electric light— 
of the Parisian press and students, 
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The Inner Facade. 


The Bibliotheque Nationale is divided into four great sections or departments : 
the Département des Imprimés, to which is attached the geographical section ; the 
Département des Manuscrits ; the Département des Estampes, and that of Monnates 
et Médailles. 

Our great institute has at its head as General Administrator (Administrateur 
Général) a man of letters, no less celebrated and esteemed in France than abroad 
__M. Léopold Delisle. He is seconded in his difficult task by an able and 
zealous General Secretary (Secrétaire Général)—-M. Montreuil. Each department 
is presided over by a Keeper-in-Chief (Conservateur-en-Chef). After him are 
ranged the assistant keepers (conservateurs adjoints), librarians, sub-librarians, 
probationers, and, lastly, the attendants—these latter being occupied with purely 
mechanical work. 

The Département des Imprimés 1s by far the most important, not only owing 
to the actuality which it puts into its work, but over and above all to the large 
portion of the public which is interested in its literary treasures and makes use 
of them. It is therefore natural that it should occupy 4 large place in this paper. . 

When one compares the present Département des Imprimés with the thousand 
volumes which the inventory of 1610 sets forth, one is astounded at the distance 
traversed since that time. What a tremendous product of human genius during 
the last three centuries! 
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This became the starting-point of a new system of classification, respected up 
to 1876—that is to say, until the administration of M. Léopold Delisle. It 
known under the name of “unclassified” (zon porte). The classification adopted 
before the Revolution is designated by the name of “old stock” (ancien fonds) 
or “old classification” (ancien porte). Since 1876 we have a new class called 
“new stock” (mouveau fonds) or “new classification ” (nouveau porte). Each work 
on entering the Département des Impriniés is now numbered and placed in the class 
to which it belongs; it is then inserted in one of the dudletins, French or foreign, 
which appear monthly. Lastly, slips under authors’ names and order of subject 
are put at the disposal of readers. ‘The public can therefore easily keep itself 
informed of the new works which are acquired by the Bibliothéque Nationale 


through the Copyright Act or through purchase, and which figure on an average 
at 60,000 volumes or thereabouts. 


1s 


At the present moment 2,600,000 volumes—z3,o00,000 if one counts the 
duplicates and collections of pieces—occupy the immense rooms of the Bibliothéque 
Nationale. They would form, if they were placed side by side, forty kilometers 
of length. 

In order to facilitate research, the idea has long existed of classifying the works 
according to the matters treated of. In spite of the defects of certain of these 
classifications, they have been preserved, in order to avoid long and costly revisions. 
They follow, with the corresponding letters of the alphabet: A, Holy Writ ; 
B, Liturgy and Councils; C, Fathers of the Church; D, Catholic Theology ; 
D?, Non-Catholic Theology; E, Canon Law; E%, The Law of Nature and of 
Nations; F, Civil Law; G, General History and Geography ; H, Ecclesiastical 
History ; J, Ancient History—Greeks, Byzantines, Turks, Romans; K, History of 
Italy; L, History of France; M, History of Germany, of the Netherlands, and 
of the Northern and Eastern Countries of Europe ; N, History of Great Britain ; 
O, History of Spain and Portugal ; O2, History of Asia; O}, History of AMORIER), 2 
P, History of America; P2, History of Oceania; Q, Bibliography ; R, Philosophical, 
Political, Economical, Moral and Physical Sciences; S, Natural Sciences ; T, Medical 
Sciences; V, Mathematical Sciences and Arts; Vm, Music; xX, Philology and 
Rhetoric ; Y, Poetry and the Drama; Y?, Novels ; Z, Polygraphy. These divisions 
have not proved adequate, and it has been deemed useful to make subdivisions 
in certain over-extensive divisions. The section Poetry and the Drama has béen 
notably divided into several subsections as follows: Y, Generalities ; Ya, Oriental 
Poetry; Yb, Greek Poetry; Ye, Latin Poetry ; Yd, Italian Poetry; Ye, French 
Poetry ; Yf, French Drama (not detached pieces); Yg, Spanish and Portuguese 
Poetry ; Yh, German Poetry; Yi, Poetry of the Netherlands ; Yk, English Poetry ; 
Yl, Scandinavian Poetry; Ym, Sclavonic Poetry ; Yn, Celtic Poetry ; Yo, Miscel- 
laneous Works (not included in the preceding subdivisions) ; Yth, Detached Plays. 

The following sections have, like that of Poetry, a certain number of sub- 
sections :— 


History of France : : 3 9 2 : I5 subsections. 

5s Great Britain . : 5 : 24 

3 Spain and Portugal . : - 5 27, 4 

x AGA. : 5 : 3 2 < 20 % 

> Africa. : : A 3 ; A 23 s 

3 ANTICVARCE) > 5 ? , : 26 - 

5 Oceania. 3 5 9 : é 5 3 
Medical Sciences 2 : 2 e 6 : cS) 


Music , F ; A é . ; ;: Ti 


See 


THE PALL MALL MAGAZINE. 


sheets 


WES 


oe ee Se 


Se 
Pic 


Statue of Howden. 

In each of these divisions those volumes have been set aside which, by reason 
of their rarity, or their intrinsic value, or precious manuscript notes, may not be used 
without special precautions. ‘These constitute the zésevve, and are only issued at a 
special table of the reading-room (salle de travail). In this manner, then, are the 
innumerable works of the Bibliotheque Nationale classified and numbered. Every 
employé can find the book required in a few minutes. This is something in itself, 
but it is not all. In order to make these riches known to the public, a complete 
catalogue must be put before them for consultation. This has long been contemplated. 
Already in 1645 the brothers Dupuy were occupied with it, although only 1329 
volumes existed at that time. A little later Nicolas Clément took up the idea of 
the brothers Dupuy and compiled two catalogues, which are still referred to, and 


have been used up to the point of departure for the latest classifications. The 
Legislative Assembly wished to try and bring a little order into the ever-increasing 
flood of books, and ordered, by a decree of January 2nd, 1792, a general inventory 


of all the works in the Bibliothéque; but, overwhelmed by the avalanches of 


volumes descending upon them from all parts of France, the librarians must have 
abandoned all work of this kind. 

The first half of this century saw a little order introduced into the chaos of 
books amassed since the Revolution; but until the appointment of M. Taschereau 


re 
»y making slips for every work received at the 


as General Administrator, in 185 


2, no serious catalogue work was attempted. 
new Administrator commenced | 


Vestibule of the Reading Room. 


Imprimés. At the same time he set to work on the enormous arrears, and compiled 
the large catalogues of the History of France and of Medical Sciences, Stila 
fixed plan was lacking for the successful achievement of so important a work as a 
general catalogue of the /mprimés. The honour of having understood this falls to 
M. Léopold Delisle. A Commission, of which he was the President, instituted in 
October 1875—that is to say, shortly after his appointment as General Administrator 
—evolved a code of measures and rules, destined to lay the foundations of the 
immense work, to which a considerable impetus was to be given—the general 
inventory of the riches of the Bibliotheque, that necessary prelude to the future 
catalogue. 

This enormous task, which at that time seemed impossible, is completed to-day ; 
and the three millions of volumes of the Bibliothtque Nationale are at the present 
moment represented by slips, classified according to subject and in alphabetical 
order, and which are to assist in the compilation of the General Catalogue. For 
there is no intention of stopping when all is fairly started. A considerable piece 
of work has been accomplished at the Bibliothéque Nationale, but the right is not 
yet theirs to inscribe the words of the Latin poet: “ Hxeg? Monumentum.” 

The General Administrator did not wish, however, to undertake this new task 
without having the opinions of competent men. A Commission, instituted for this 
purpose some months ago, has studied all the details of the new work, and has 
decided upon its immediate execution on the following lines. 

The General Catalogue will comprise all the printed works of the Bibliotheque 
Nationale: for it is not solely in the department of that name that books exist ; 
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The Reading Room. 


they are also to be found in other departments, and especially in that of Manuscripts. 
The collectors whose treasures have enriched that department have, for the most 
part, gathered amongst the manuscripts a quantity of printed matter, often of 
extreme rarity. The “registers” (vegéstves) given to or acquired by the Bibliothéque 
Nationale have been religiously preserved, as they are full of neglected documents 
: “ of real value. ‘The “Catechism of Calvin,” which no library possessed, and which 
was published at Geneva on the text discovered in Paris, was found, a few years 
ago, in one of these collections, in the midst of manuscripts relating to religious 
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affairs of the sixteenth century. There are, therefore, more than forty thousand 
printed works in the registers of the Département des Manuscrits which are lost 
to students. Consequently the decision taken by the Commission cannot be too 
highly praised. 

The inventory, already commenced, proves in fact the usefulness of this work. 
The Clairambault collection, of which the inventory is now complete, does not 
comprise less than nine thousand slips relative to pieces of the sixteenth, seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. It is intended also to include in the General Catalogue 
the books of the Fontainebleau Library, which has been associated with the 
Bibliotheque Nationale since January 16th, 1888, and is particularly rich in 
pamphlets of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

The catalogue will comprise three great classes: 


1. The class of autonym works. 
The class of anonymous works, or those considered as such. 
3. The class of special works. 


N 


The first class will give, under authors’ names, in alphabetical order, the 
titles of all works of which the author is known, with the usual description of edition, 
date, and size. ‘There will also be appended to the name of each writer a complete 
list of those of his works represented at the Bibliothtque Nationale, with the 
different editions and number of copies of each work. 

The second class is reserved for anonymous works, or those considered as 
such: for example, those signed by more than five authors, or simply designated 
by initials. 

The third class will be formed of groups of special works. This principle, by 
the way, has already been applied to the Factums or Law Reports prior to 1789. 
The Département des Imprimés contains about fifty-seven thousand of these, and a 
catalogue of them, which is being compiled by M. Corda, will be of great interest 
for family histories. Three volumes have already appeared of the six destined 
to form the complete catalogue; the Factums, discovered in the inventory of the 
manuscripts, are in themselves numerous enough to form at least one supplementary 
volume. The theses of medicine and law, pieces of music, oriental works whose 
titles are untranslated, etc., will also be included in this third class. 

It is estimated that the General Catalogue will consist of about eighty volumes 
quarto, of eight hundred pages each, in two columns. The work is already com- 
menced, and at the present moment the materials are being collected for the 
compilation of a portion of the letter A (A—AC). Whilst awaiting the still distant 
achievement of this considerable work, which will form a catalogue unsurpassed as 
a triumph of human thought, the compilers have at their disposal a certain number 
of incomplete catalogues, from which they are able to gather much useful information, 
and of which the following are the principal, not including those published in 
preceding centuries or relative to special collections :— 


Catalogue of the History of France . 14 volumes with supplements. 


Alphabetical Inventory of General History. an 7 Aer, 

5 », the History of Italy 5S} Fi 
Catalogue of the History of Spain and Portugal . 1 volume. 
6 » History of Great Britain. : se thea 

* of Medical Sciences, drawn up by M. 
. Pauly, the Assistant Keeper. ; i. ars 
Systematic Catalogue of Asia . : ‘ : eT to 


Catalogue of the History of Italy 
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Cardinal Mazarin’s Study. 


Besides the catalogues the compilers may consult, without authorisation, nine 
thousand volumes in the reading-room, and the slips of all the works entered at 
the Bibliothtque Nationale since 1878, classified under authors’ names and order 


of subject. 

We must now speak of the reading-room (salle de travazl) of the Imprimés. It 
is there, in fact, that all the workers, all the lovers of books and study assemble. 
No one is admitted except’ by a card granted by the Administration; but this is 
never refused to foreigners who are recommended by their ambassadors or consuls. 
This imposing room was constructed after the plans of M. Labrouste senior, and 
was inaugurated in 1868. It contains 344 numbered places; but notwithstanding 
its immense size, it is often too small to contain the crowd of Aaditués, which 
increases every year. In 1894 it was visited by 135,170 readers, to whom 444,435 
books were issued. 

Besides this reading-room, the Département des Imprimés possesses a public 
reading-room, open to every one. It contains 25,000 volumes, chosen from standard 
works of fiction and reference. In 1894, 61,316 readers came there and made use 
of 79,091 volumes. 

The staff of the Département des Imprimés comprises about sixty functionaries—viz., 
one Keeper-in-Chief (conservateur-en-chef), three assistant keepers (conservateurs adjoints), 
and fifty-six librarians, sub-librarians, and probationers or a¢¢achés. Neither the 


: . attendants nor the boy attendants are included in the above figures. 

; <4 Nearly all the functionaries of the Département des Imprimés are chosen, at the 
2a i present day, from amongst the pupils of the Ecole de Chartes. The K eeper-in-Chief 
: of the Département des Imprimés is M. Marchal, who has succeeded the much-regretted 

J M. Thierry-Poux. M. Marchal was unanimously elected to this responsible post, by 
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reason of the immense services rendered by him in the great inventory work, which 
he directed with perfect competence and rare energy. ‘The assistant keepers, 
MM. Pauly, Blanchet, and Marcel, are all three capable and hard-working men. 

4; The Département des Manuscrits is not of such importance to the mass of the 
educated public as the /mprimés, but it attracts an é/7te of faithful workers, desirous 
of wresting from old parchments the secrets of the Past. It offers to their curiosity 
one hundred thousand “ registers,” containing an innumerable quantity of manuscripts: 

It has been formed, little by little, by gift or purchase of special collections, which 


The Manuscript Room. 


still bear the names of their former owners—as, for example, the Clairambault, Dupuy, 
Colbert, Baluze collections, and others. But in order to facilitate research it has 
been divided into fozds, according to the country to which these refer, 

The fonds frangais, in itself composed of 5 classes, contains 26,484 numbers ; the 
fonds latin comprises 6 classes and 18,613 numbers; the fonds grec 3 classes and 
4613 numbers; the fonds orientaux 21,252 numbers. Certain branches of these 
last fonds are particularly important: the fonds chinots comprises 4783 pieces; the 
fonds arabe consists of no less than 4332 pieces. Valuable manuscripts, of 
whatever kind, are only issued by special permission of the Keeper. 


There are numerous special catalogues relating to certain collections or certain 
fonds, but no general inventory has been made. This work, indeed, would not 
prove so satisfactory as one might expect; for, side by side with manuscripts of real 


importance, one finds an immense quantity of letters and different papers, amassed 
by the collectors, but devoid of interest for us. 

The reading-room of the Département des Manuscrits, to which there is no 
admission except by a card from the Administration, contains 84 places. It looks 
out on the grand courtyard, and has the advantage of being perfectly illuminated. 
In 18y4 36,490 volumes or “registers” were issued to students. 

Facing the entrance door of the reading-room is the Galerie Mazarine, constructed 
by Mansard by order of Cardinal Mazarin, and celebrated for the painting of the 
ceiling, executed in 1641 by Romanelli and Grimaldi. One is struck, on entering, 
by a superb monument in bronze, more than three metres in height, representing 
Le Parnasse Francais, ‘The celebrated Meecenas of the eighteenth century, Titon 


feck tt on 
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du Tillet, had it executed by the sculptor Louis Garnier, to honour the memory of pee ee ot 
Louis XIV. and the illustrious French poets and musicians of that era. Bee ee REISER 

The most beautiful specimens of illuminated manuscripts of the Middle Ages, ES er 
and of printed works, rendered most valuable by their age or binding, are displayed eee Cony Se oarhigs 
in the cases of this gallery. eR ees ac 

Between the Galerie Mazarine and the reading-room is the Galerie des Chartes, Sere = = 
in which are preserved with religious veneration some papyrus, old charters, and Poe 3 
certain very ancient maps, notably the celebrated Pisan Chart of the fourteenth Bee re 
century. bet Se? — Sas 

M. Deprez is the Keeper-in-Chief of the Département des Manuscrits. The Sana: ae Bh eae 
riches of his department are thoroughly appreciated by M. Deprez, whose modesty ss aeitege= ae oe 
is only equalled by his merit. He is seconded by an assistant keeper in the person SS ee ey 
of M. Omont, whose works are held in great esteem in the literary world. Be Be eS zie 
The Département des Lstampes is for the moment not favoured in the premises 
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which it occupies, but when the proposed buildings he Kue Vivienne are 
erected, a worthier place will be allotted to the masterpieces of . ur own and 
foreign artists. 


The foundation of the beautiful collection of pri 


d engravings, which the 
Bibliotheque Nationale now possesses, was the a juisition by bert of the collection 
of Michel de Marolles, Abbé de Villeloin. ‘This a ¢ scholar managed to amass 
143,000 pieces in a few years! 

This collection increased rapidly through purchs Na giits, Gaston dOr éans, 
brother of Louis XIII., was one of the first to b : ) ty volumes of lates 
and engravings, which he had collected on Natu listory Then followed the 
Gaigniéres, Mariette, and Caylus collections th many others besides; and at the 
present day the Désartement des Estampes } th millions and a 
half of pieces, to which are added every ve iw the eight or ten thousand engravings 
received under the copyright law. It is evident ures are nar 
left unemployed, for in 1894 nearly five thousand worl consulted about twenty 
thousand pieces. 

It would certainly be interesting to compile a catalocu imm tees 
The keepers who have followed one unother as head of the D Estampes 
during the last hundred years, MM. Duchesne senior, De, a Henri Delaborde 
and at the present day, M Duplessis, have cd voted themselves to { lis, but the ware 
is so gigantic that more than half of it 


{ remains yet to be accomplished 
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The classification adopted by Baron de Heineken in his “ /dée d’une Collection 
@’Estampes” has been followed by M. Duchesne and his successors, with some 
modifications suggested by experience. All those engravings, which might without 
detriment be separated from the works of the masters, have been arranged by the 
side of the works of painters, sculptors, architects and engravers, and thus the 
foundations of historical, typographical, or iconographical collections of great intvrest 
have been laid. 

A certain number of works of great masters and of primitive collections of high 
value have been set aside under the name of 7éserve. 

The Département des Monnaies et Médailles does not fall short of the preceding 
ones in the richness and importance of its collections. ‘The first idea of creating 
a museum of this kind originated with Francois I., but the collection, commenced 
by that sovereign and continued by his successors, was scattered during the religious 
wars. Henry IV. made some attempts, indeed, to re-establish it, but to Louis XIV. 
is due the honour of having gathered together, in the galleries of the Louvre, the 
coins and medals contained in the royal palaces. 

At the present day this department contains more than three hundred thousand 
pieces of all ages and periods, including such specimens of matchless value as the 
magnificent cameo stolen from the Sainte Chapelle and representing the Apotheosis 
of Augustus. . 

How can one describe all these marvels—ancient coins, medals, intaglios, seals, 
cameos, religious emblems—unless one be possessed of immense and varied scientific 
knowledge? What man could be at the same time numismatologist, archeologist, 
Egyptologist, Assyriologist, and what not besides? Several generations will be needed 
to complete the catalogues of these varied riches. 

The present Keeper, M. Babelon, who had the honour of completing Z’/stozre 
Ancienne des Peuples de ? Orient of Francois Lenormant, is assuredly one of the men 
best fitted to achieve a portion of this difficult task. He has already published two 
volumes of the catalogue of Grecian coins and one on coins of the Roman Republic, 
and he has drawn up the catalogue of the coins of the Achemenides. He is about 
to bring out, in collaboration with M. Blanchet, Zes Bronzes Antiques. One could 
not expect him to proceed more speedily with his task! We can only hope to see 
him continue his able works as rapidly as heretofore. 

Such is the Bibliothtque Nationale, of which France is justly proud. It would 
be idle to draw comparisons between it and the rich British Museum. Let us 
simply say, to the honour of France and England, that these two great institutes 
offer artistic and literary treasures of incomparable worth to the curious and to lovers 
of intellectual things, and are unrivalled throughout the world. 


GEORGES DE DUBOR, 
Of the Bibliotheque Nationale. 
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